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      This is for Gretchen, who absolutely loves gators. This is also for our PA, Nicole, who we strive to keep on her toes! And last but certainly not least, to Cheri, who often comes up with ideas when we’re stuck, and just might have a superpower as a cheerleader.

      

      Dar & Nikki
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      Paws, Claws, & Jaws - Welcome to Yukon Bluff, home of the Shifted Misfits MC.

      After years spent on the run and living on the outside looking in, a group of shifters form a motorcycle club where the men become a blended family of sorts. Determined to find their place and form a home, they start up several businesses to help their somewhat impoverished community. Their only desire? To finally fit in somewhere. Finding their mates will be a wild, unexpected ride!

      Ariel

      My life is pain-filled and not my own. I’m controlled with an iron fist. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be, and it breaks my heart that Perry pulled the wool over my mother’s eyes so well that she died thinking her girl was safe, secure, and loved. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

      One night of violence, and Chomp came into my life. Everything I thought I knew about the world shifted on its axis, and I was introduced to the paranormal. He saved me from the horrors I was enduring and then completely turned my world upside down when he told me I was his mate.

      I’m not good enough.

      I’m unworthy of a man like him.

      I just can’t seem to convince him otherwise.

      Slowly, he breaks down my defenses by showing me what it really means to be cherished. Just when I think I’m finally safe, a new threat surfaces, one who decides I need to pay for Perry’s disappearance.

      Chomp

      I left the congregation I was born into when it became apparent that our alpha was a cruel, reprehensible piece of crap. He was the only one allowed to mate with the females as per our hierarchy, but he treated them horribly. After several fights, I chose to leave because my mother was the one who endured the punishments for my defiance.

      Finding a home in Yukon Bluff in the Shifted Misfits MC settled something deep inside. While most of us were predators, we respected one another’s boundaries and found our place within the community. Because of my ability, I was a natural to run our canoe and rafting business, which had recently expanded to include sites for tent campers.

      While I caught a whiff of my mate months ago during a trip to the zoo with the local foster kids, I was unable to locate her, which left my gator agitated and unsettled. To calm myself, I opted to spend the night out at the lake, only to stumble upon my mate and two men who were harming her.

      Let’s just say I didn’t get my road name because I can plow through a bag of burgers! Ariel has been broken and abused, so I have to be content to help her heal. Until another threat shows up, because then? All bets are off as I protect my mate.

      

      **Suitable for ages 18+ due to adult language, content, and situations*

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shifted Misfits MC

        Spike - President

        Kodiak - Vice President (Mate - Callie)

        Phoenix (Nix) - SAA

        Peanut - Enforcer

        Kong - Enforcer

        Lightning - Patched member

        Fang - Secretary/Treasurer

        Chomp - Patched member

        Jet - Road Captain

        Diego - Medic

        Sly - IT

        Club Businesses:

        Gym

        Underground Fight Club

        Canoe/Rafting Shop

        Tattoo Shop

        Bar/Pool Hall

        Construction Company

        Rental Properties (under the table)

        Diner - Maggie’s Cafe

        Town Businesses/People:

        Beanie’s Brew - Beanie - Local coffee shop

        Mercy Falls Refuge - Cheryl - Children’s Home & Family Services

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          ARIEL

        

      

    

    
      This day is a disaster. I’m not sure why I’m surprised at how this camping trip has gone. It’s always the same; Perry starts out having a good time, fishing and hanging out. And then it goes downhill from there, at least for me. He gets drunk, pushes me around, gets his fill of me, and then passes out. This is the worst, though. He brought his buddy, Ricky, who has always given me the creeps. And they are drinking heavily, and not just beer. Bottles of tequila and whiskey are being passed around, which makes Perry a bit… crazy.

      Right now, my goal is to act as though I’m invisible, to be honest. Sometimes, it works. Other days are a reminder that there’s no escape. Perry has seen to that. I send a silent prayer into the sky, hoping I can last the night without his attention. Unfortunately, when I hear Perry yelling, I realize my luck has just run out.

      “Where’s yer bitch, Perry?” Ricky bellows. “I got an itch that needs scratching.” His chuckle is evil-sounding and almost maniacal, and I swallow back bile at what he’s thinking.

      I’ll fight, not that it’ll do any good. But there’s a part of me that can’t help trying to rebel against my current predicament. And it’s not just Ricky or this camping trip. I wonder how the hell I got to this point in my life. I’m a good girl, or at least, I was one until Perry walked into my life. Things started out normally; he was charming and attentive. I moved in with him about a year after we started dating when my mom passed away.

      God, Mom, I wish you were here, my mind whispers. Fuck cancer.

      “Ariel! Git yer ass out here,” Perry yells. He’s slurring so badly, it’s difficult to understand him, but even so, I know from past experience he’ll resort to violence if I don’t respond.

      “Oh no no no no no,” I mutter to myself as I pretend to be asleep.

      “She’s probably sleeping in the camper… why don’t you give her a nice wake-up that she won’t soon forget? She likes it rough,” Perry tells Ricky, cackling as he says it. A frisson of fear courses through me while I try to maintain my charade of being asleep. And that’s when the door slams open.

      The next thing I know, I’m being dragged from the camper, kicking and screaming while trying to grab what I can to stop what I know is going to happen. My fingers slide off a nearby wooden picnic table and leave claw marks on the surface, but it’s no use. Splinters gouge the tips of my fingers as I wince, desperate to prevent the inevitable.

      “Shut the fuck up, you stupid bitch,” Ricky grunts as he rips off my nightshirt, and then punches me in the face when I try to bite him. My ears begin to ring, and I’m so dazed that I slump over. My face lands in the dirt and grinds against the rough ground as he flips me over and begins his assault, his fetid breath heating my cheek as he grunts out his pleasure. I gag as I try to fight back, even as tears flow down my face. The fire that courses through me as pain wracks me from head to toe has me sobbing.

      How did I get here? I wonder. How did he fool me so well? I’m not stupid by any means, but Perry’s treatment of me has beaten me down so low, I don’t have any self-worth or self-esteem left.

      What’s worse is this isn’t the first time Perry has allowed Ricky to do this to me, and the only reason I haven’t left before now is that I literally have nowhere to go. Perry controls everything with an iron fist. I have no access to any money. Even my own paycheck has to be fully accounted for every time I get paid.

      I’ve got no one.

      Nothing.

      Mom’s treatments wiped everything out; her savings, my savings, and the inheritance she had left from her parents. Hell, I had to sell the house to finish paying off her medical debt, which is why I moved in with Perry when he offered. I just wish I had known the kind of hell I’d be walking into by accepting.

      God, someone help me! My mind screams as tears continue to track down my face and I try to fight Ricky off. It’s hard since I’m on my stomach, but I keep kicking my legs hoping to stop him.

      “Ooh wee! I got a buckaroo!” He laughs as I continue to try to push him off of me.

      I’m not sure how long this goes on as I begin to shut down and try to minimize the damage. He doesn’t limit the assault to my lower body, but uses his fists to punch, his boots to kick, and then his hand surrounds my throat, cutting off my airway. The chokehold is nearly bliss. I black out with relief.

      When I come to, I can hear Ricky mutter something about getting a refill before he comes back for round two. Pain reverberates through every inch of my body. I’m trying to do an inventory of what’s physically wrong with me, and the list is extensive. I’m pretty sure my arm is broken, possibly some of my ribs and my wrist, too. My lip and right eye are busted and swollen, and as I start to drift away a second time, I swear I must be dying because I see glowing eyes.

      Is that a wild animal?

      God, please don’t let me feel myself being eaten by wildlife. I really can’t take that thought at all. But I’m tired, so very tired. The thought bubbles to the forefront of my brain. Is this it? How many minutes or hours do I have left?

      I’m jostled awake from my reverie by Ricky stumbling into me, and a fresh wave of pain hits me, causing me to cry out.

      “What’s the matter, sugar tits? Ole Ricky more than you can handle?” He slurs while leering down at me.

      I try pulling my battered and bruised body into a fetal position, but I’m no match for his strength, and once again, he begins assaulting me. As he thrusts into me, I suddenly go still as the glowing eyes I thought I saw earlier start moving, and I could swear I hear a hissing bellow.

      Suddenly, I hear a god-awful screech coming from Ricky as he is plucked from me. The sudden cool air kisses my naked body, but that’s not what I care about. It’s the vision in front of me, straight from a horror movie. My one eye cannot fathom what I’m seeing.

      “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.” I must be dead and in purgatory, I think. “Shit. Why didn’t I finish catechism class so I would know more about it?” I whisper to myself.

      No wonder I got in trouble with the nuns. My thoughts feverishly race as I try to comprehend exactly what it is that I’m seeing. Even though my body is screaming in agony at the damage Ricky inflicted, I almost feel as though I’m floating outside of my body. Maybe I’m in shock? I honestly don’t know, but I’m equal parts fascinated and horrified at the sight in front of me.

      Yet, somehow, I don’t feel any fear from the beast that’s attacking Ricky. The sound coming from the scaly beast reminds me of a chainsaw as it starts. It’s gritty and rumbling the ground beneath my stomach. But it’s not directed toward me. All its rage is centered on Ricky. I must be insane because I don’t feel afraid of this wild gator. Just the opposite. In fact, I feel safer than I’ve felt in years. It definitely must be shock from the attack, as well as my injuries, that’s making me feel this way. My vision tunnels. I’m going to pass out again, and maybe I won’t ever wake up.

      Perry stumbles over and tries to help his friend, but the stick he uses to swat at the gator is swatted away like it was a twig, and the beast turns its wrath on him. Good gator, I think. Perry goes quiet, and Ricky continues to scream, until he doesn’t anymore, just as my body and brain completely shut down. If Death is coming for me, at least Perry and Ricky went first. It’s a small consolation, but at this point, I’ll take it.

      My eyes are closed, but I feel an incredible warmth enveloping me, accompanied by a soothing rumble. Warmth washes over my face and neck—so gentle. The darkness is relentless and resumes control as the last of my strength wanes. My last thought is that I’ve become a snack for an alligator. Thank goodness I don’t have family that will be looking for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          CHOMP

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I scented my mate a few months back, my gator has been a bit ornery, impatient, and restless. He’s constantly trying to steer me toward the swamp or local lakes, eager to search the water for our elusive female. It doesn’t matter that we’ve been looking for her daily. He’s still pissed we haven’t found her yet. Last night he hissed at Spike. The president of our club and one of my closest friends doesn’t take shit from my gator. Not surprising since he’s a dragon. Yep, a dragon.

      People don’t know about us or other shifters. It’s supposed to stay that way, but humans are unpredictable and feisty, and I have a feeling my mate is out there somewhere, tangled up with the wrong ones. It’s just an itch. A scratchy feeling under my scales I can’t get rid of. And my gator hates it. He chumpfs loudly to remind me.

      After last night, Spike said I need to get my shit straight. Well, more like he growled and ordered it, so I decided a few days in my shifter form might turn my thoughts around. I figured it was the best course of action considering he had smoke billowing from his nostrils. Waking his dragon isn’t something any one of us enjoy doing, especially since he’s fearsome. Usually when he’s ticked, we smell smoke, but when we visually see it, there’s typically a rush to leave the immediate vicinity.

      The cool water is calming to my gator as we enter, almost entirely submerging beneath the surface. It’s hours later that my gator hisses. I’ve been floating, and of course, checking out the club’s properties, so I’m not sure what draws me close to the campsite that we recently opened as an adjunct to our kayaking and rafting business.

      We own so much land, there’s no reason not to expand our businesses, especially when so many customers want to know where they’re able to camp. We don’t have RV spots, just areas for tents, but each is nicely landscaped, and comes with a firepit, a picnic table, and a concrete grill. The weekend draws plenty of business.

      What I don’t like is the people. Some of them give off bad vibes. I wasn’t crazy about the two men who rented a spot for the weekend with their small truck. While we don’t allow huge RVs, the truck has a camper top and they had the tent and other camping gear strapped to the top, so we let them rent despite my misgivings.

      And now that itchy feeling has suddenly become a sting so strong that my scales nearly burn.  My gator is riled up, and I have no choice but to investigate. Nosing around, I catch the elusive scent of my mate, thrilled to finally find the sweet aroma again after so long. Without hesitation, I move closer only to freeze in my tracks when I hear her screaming and crying. What the fuck is going on?

      As a shifter, I have heightened senses and can move faster than a normal alligator. I’m also much larger in my gator form, so when I see what one of the men is doing to my mate, my first thought is to get him off of her. The primal part of my brain takes over. It’s the beast in control now.

      My gator’s U-shaped snout opens, and his teeth snap down, biting into our prey. Pleasure rolls through me as the human male’s screams of pain fill the air. The crunch of bone satisfies us both as the metallic taste of blood coats the gator’s tongue. I have no qualms about ripping him apart, especially when I see some of the damage he inflicted on my mate. His cries are music to my ears. My only goal is to ensure he can never touch anyone ever again.

      I sense movement seconds before I see another man rush in our direction. When he comes near me with a stick to defend his friend, then swats me, I bellow, showing him all my teeth, now coated in his friend’s blood and gore, before using my front leg to toss it aside. My gator is eager to tear him apart, too. He’s furious that two males were harming our female. With this new human now in my sights, I set about making sure neither can ever hurt my mate again. While I have no clue who he is to her, I instinctively know that he’s been her primary tormentor. There’s a sour odor on him that’s slightly attached to her, although the scent of the other male smothers her more. It’s enough to enrage both me and my gator to the point that we feel murderous.

      But it’s my mate’s whimpers that keep me from fading into my beast completely. I hear her occasional murmurs but focus all my attention on the fucker in front of me. Somehow, he broke my mate, so now, I’ll break him. Then I’ll take all these parts and submerge them at the bottom of the lake for the other predators who live below the surface. I mean, everyone’s got to eat, right?

      But I don’t expect my gator to fling the body parts from side to side in his jaw, showing off because he’s proud that he destroyed the vile humans. I don’t realize he’s tossed the pieces into the lake and let them sink on their own because he’s anxious to return to our mate. It’s when his tongue begins to lick her clean and try to heal her with his saliva that clarity soaks into my brain. She’s close to death. Fuck!

      By the time I shift back to my human form, my mate is unconscious. I gather her close, unsure of what I should do first; find clothes so I don’t freak her out because I’m naked or reach out to Spike and have him or one of the brothers bring a cage so I can take her back to the clubhouse. She needs medical care, food, water, and medicine. She’s hurt beyond my comprehension.

      An agonized hiss leaves my throat as I stand and hold her against my body heat, desperate to help this woman who already owns my heart before I hear her speak a word or gaze into her eyes. I make a quick decision to take her back to my place first, knowing I have first aid supplies on hand. She won’t die on my watch.

      I’ve got a cabin set far back from the road. When my gator gets antsy and I need the lake to soothe my beast, I’ll spend a few weeks here. It’s not noisy or crowded like the clubhouse. Out here, it’s just nature and wild things and the calling of the water that soothes my itchy scales.

      This is the only place I feel truly at ease and where my monster can roam without fear of discovery. Even the campers know from the posted signs that gators roam these shores, and I’m strict about hunting. This area and the surrounding campground are for recreation only.

      The walk to my cabin happens so quickly that I don’t realize I’ve reached it until I see the familiar door. Kicking it open, I enter and take my mate straight to my room on the second floor. I don’t hesitate to place her on the bed and don’t care if her blood stains the linens. I’ll buy everything new and provide all that she needs.

      “I wish I knew your name,” I whisper as I rest her head on my softest pillow.

      She’s yet to regain consciousness, and my gator’s worry magnifies my own. I don’t know the extent of her injuries and won’t until I can cleanse her body from the rest of the blood and dirt. She’s filthy and bruised and beaten so badly my hands shake as I push her hair off her face. Tenderly, with great effort, I stroke her cheek where it isn’t swollen.

      “I won’t let anyone harm you again,” I vow, rising to my feet. In the bathroom, I gather supplies and fill a basin with hot, soapy water. When I return, I place everything on my nightstand and drag it close, sitting on the edge of the bed as I begin to wash my mate’s soiled skin and delicate limbs.

      I’ve got her mostly clean when I can’t help gazing at the juncture between her thighs. They’re slightly parted, and it’s the bruising and blood that causes a muscle in my jaw to tick. Rage floods my body as I feel my gator’s fury rise again. She was violated in the worst way, and I know she won’t want a stranger to touch her there. As much as I want to cleanse those vile humans from her body, I won’t betray her trust while she’s sleeping. Not that she knows who I am. Yet. Every part of her has been washed except for her intimate areas, and it’ll have to suffice for now.

      Once I’m finished, I cover her with a blanket and leave her to rest, knowing I’ve done all I can for now. The human part of my brain insists that she needs to go to a hospital so a doctor can examine her, but my beast knows I’ve done more to heal her than any human medicine. The enzymes in my saliva coated her wounds as my gator licked them. The healing properties inside should be enough to help her body recover from the wounds. Even the broken bones are already mending, which pleases my gator tremendously.

      He’s also happy that she’s here in our burrow, surrounded by our things, and permeating our bedding with her scent. I take one last look at her, breathing in her essence before I turn and walk away. Right now, she needs rest so she can heal, even though I want to know every little thing about her.

      I close her in my room and head downstairs to put on a pot of coffee. As it brews, I send a text to Spike. He needs to know I won’t leave my mate’s side until she’s fully recovered. I know that means that I’ll miss church and other club functions, but I don’t care. My mate is the only reason I would defy my president, and she’s worth any punishment I could receive.

      It’s not surprising that he shows up at my cabin an hour later. Spike doesn’t bother knocking first before he enters, scowling as his gaze bounces around the cabin. “Where is she?” he asks. While his tone is harsh, I don’t take offense since that’s normal for him. Only Callie, Kodiak’s mate, causes him to soften his speech. Granted, we all find ourselves acting differently around her since she’s the first mate that any of us have found. Now, I’ve found mine, so I’m sure it’ll give the rest of the brothers even more hope that theirs is out there.

      “Upstairs. Resting,” I grunt out through a mouthful of coffee. I’m now on my second pot as thoughts and scenarios run through my mind. I need to figure out how to help her heal the things that my saliva won’t; her heart, her mind, her inner self.

      “Tell me what happened,” he rumbles as he starts pacing the living room. With my open floor plan, he can walk a circle around the bottom level without bumping into furniture. Of course, if he keeps it up, I’m gonna need new flooring, but that’s the least of my worries right now.

      I go through everything, stopping when I remember there might be body parts floating on the river, and the campsite is probably a bloody mess. “Fuck.”

      “Your gator tore shit up, huh?” he questions.

      “The motherfucker was assaulting her, Spike,” I growl, instantly keyed up with the memory. “I pulled him off her.”

      Spike curses and grips my shoulder. “She’s safe now. You made sure of that.”

      I did, but my gator’s bloodlust still burned bright. He wasn’t satisfied. Ripping the two men apart would never be enough after what they did to our mate. Even now, I wish I could go back and do more damage to them, but there wasn’t much left to begin with after my rage.

      “I don’t even know her name yet,” I murmur.

      Ours, my gator whispers. I shake my head at his statement, because that’s all well and good that she’s our mate, but I know she’s got a name I need to use.

      “You stay with her, I’ll get some of the brothers, and we’ll go see if any further cleanup is needed,” Spike advises. “Plus, I’m sure she’s got shit there that we can bring back to you that might help you figure out who she is.”

      I nod, liking where his thoughts are going. “Think we should find out where she lived so someone can go and gather the rest of her stuff?” I ask.

      “Honestly, Chomp, she might be better off starting from scratch after all you said was going on,” Spike replies. “It’s likely she brought her purse, so she’d have her identification shit, plus most people have a phone. That’s what I’m thinking she’ll want the most. Everything else? The club can get it new for her.”

      We can get new for her, my gator says, reiterating Spike’s words, but then adds, just us. My gator is feeling possessive over our mate already. I have to admit I am, too. I like the thought of helping her rebuild her life from the ground up, although I don’t like what she had to go through to get to this point whatsoever.

      “Okay. Do you think Kodiak would let Callie come out to the cabin so she could figure out what sizes my mate wears?”

      Right now, I have her in one of my T-shirts, along with a pair of my boxers since my sweatpants would swim on her. While I like her being cocooned in my clothing, I’m sure she’d be more comfortable in stuff that fits her slender frame.

      “Yeah, since I’m gonna have him go with me to the campsite, that’s not a bad idea, especially if she wakes up. You’re a big fucker, Chomp, and after what you shared, men will probably scare the hell out of her.”

      Sighing, I nod. “You’re right. While I plan to be by her side while she heals, she might worry that she’s gone from the frying pan into the fire or something.”

      Spike puffs smoke from his nostrils. “That will never happen on our watch, to any woman, ever.”

      “I know. Let me know when you’re at the campsite.”

      Once Spike is gone, I finish the coffee and start making food. My mate will wake hungry, and I plan to have a variety of foods available to tempt her palate. Since I have no idea what she likes, I cook breakfast items like scrambled eggs with cheddar cheese and bacon, but also cut up fresh fruit, toast a few bagels, and slather on cream cheese. Since I’ve got the cutting board out, I chop up veggies and prepare salads, placing them in the fridge to stay cold.

      I’m still not satisfied, so I make a few grilled cheese and ham sandwiches and start a crockpot with homemade chicken noodle soup. I figure I’ve got enough of the basics here to cover whatever my mate needs for nutrition. I recently bought cookies and brownies from Beanie’s Brew, a local coffee shop, since they have the best baked goods in town. I don’t think I’m missing a single thing to care for my mate. If I am, I know one of my brothers will pick it up for me without question because that’s what family does for one another.

      All that I own is hers now. And I now understand why Kodiak acted the way he did after he met Callie and realized who she was to him. Mates are precious and need to be protected at all costs.

      The house is silent, so when I hear the bloodcurdling scream upstairs, my gator is instantly ready to eliminate any threat. I rush from the kitchen up the stairs and into my bedroom, barely touching the wooden boards on my way.

      No one will harm my woman ever again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          ARIEL

        

      

    

    
      Awareness is slow to return. It feels like I’m trudging through layers of sticky, thick mud as I claw my way out of sleep and into reality. Pain is the first thing that I notice. It’s clinging to every bone and muscle in my body. I feel weakened by it, but not ruined.

      How odd.

      I wiggle my fingers and toes, blinking as the fog slowly lifts and the memory of what happened to me returns with ferocity. I don’t want to relive every horrid, agonizing minute of it, but I can’t help it. Everything comes rushing back as my fingers clench the comforter until my knuckles turn white. They ache, like the rest of my body does, but they’re no longer covered in blood, dirt, and grime like I remember them being.

      Wait.

      Where the hell am I!? And more importantly, who gave me a bath?

      I don’t recognize this room. The bed isn’t mine, and it’s not the dump where Perry lived. My wild gaze bounces around the wooden walls and simple, sparse furnishings. Am I a prisoner?

      Oh, God. Did Perry give me to someone else?

      My mind fractures at the thought, and a scream rips from my throat. I shove off the covers, looking down at my body to see a shirt and shorts that don’t belong to me. Confusion and terror seize my thoughts as I scramble from the bed and nearly trip on the comforter that was neatly wrapped around me.
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